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ABSTRACT
The role of perceived barriers to career choice was examined
in the relationship between socioeconomic status and race
and the discrepancy between occupational aspirations and
occupational expectations, in order to test a hypothesis
deriving from Social Cognitive Career Theory (Lent, Brown, &
Hackett, 1994).

Adults at a government employment and

training facility, master's level counseling students, and
high school students were surveyed.

Relationships were

found between socioeconomic status and number of reported
perceived barriers to career choice, between socioeconomic
status and aspiration-expectation discrepancy, and between
number of reported perceived barriers and aspirationexpectation discrepancy.

Perceived barriers to career

choice was found to mediate the relationship between
socioeconomic status and the discrepancy between
occupational aspirations and occupational expectations.
These findings suggest that professionals working with
lower-SES clients should address perceived barriers to
career choice and their relationship to the discrepancy
between clients' occupational aspirations and occupational
expectations.
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1. INTRODUCTION
The recent delineation of Social Cognitive Career
Theory (SCCT)

(Lent, Brown, & Hackett, 1994) has provided

career theorists with a comprehensive explanation of the
process of career choice and the factors that influence this
process.

Career choice is theorized to be broken down into

three causally interrelated steps.

First, there is the

formulation of career interests, which is followed by
formulation of a career choice goal, and then by actions on
the choice.

The crux of SCCT is that each of the three

elements of this career choice sequence is dependent on the
social cognitive factors of self-efficacy and outcome
expectations.

In other words, one is likely to be

interested in, choose, and take action on a career in which
one believes one can perform effectively (self-efficacy) and
in which one expects positive outcomes for the choice
(outcome expectations) .
In addition to the social cognitive factors of selfefficacy and outcome expectations, SCCT argues for the
existence of contextual influences that affect career choice
(Lent, Brown, & Hackett, 1994).

For example, a primary

contextual influence that affects career choice, according
to SCCT, are barriers to career choice such as
discrimination, economic factors, or family pressures.

From
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a social cognitive viewpoint, the effect of these and other
barriers to career choice can be better understood by
examining an individual's perceived barriers to career
choice; it is the perception or cognitive appraisal of the

barrier that guides the behavior (career choice)
Brown, & Hackett, 1994) .

(Lent,

In other words, the individual's

perception of discrimination or familial resistance
regarding a given career choice is what concerns career
theorists, rather than some objective measure of the actual
discrimination or familial resistance.
Contextual influences on career choice behavior, such
as perceived barriers to career choice, are hypothesized in
SCCT to be the result of individual differences or person
inputs such as personal predispositions, gender,
race/ethnicity, and disability/health status, among others.
Therefore, SCCT would argue that one's perceived barriers to
career choice are related to one's personal "demographic
characteristics" such as socioeconomic status (SES) and
race.

Persons of different SES and/or race would be

expected to have different perceived barriers to career
choice.

And, because an individual's perceived barriers to

career choice affect his or her career choice, SES and race
would be hypothesized to exert an effect on career choice
through the mediation of perceived barriers to career
choice.

(In addition, according to SCCT, SES and race exert

an effect on career choice through learning experiences,
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self-efficacy, and outcome expectations, but this research
will not focus on that effect.)

Thus, SES and race should

be related to career choice in part "because of"
differential levels of perception of various barriers to
career choice that are the result of SES, race, and other
individual differences.
Two particularly well studied career choice constructs
or operationalizations of career choice are occupational
aspirations (the occupation one would most like to have) and
occupational expectations (the occupation one expects to
have) .

Occupational aspirations and/or expectations have

been studied in grammar school students (e.g. Harvey &
Kerin, 1978; Rosen & Aneshensel, 1978) high school students
(e.g. Apostal & Bilden, 1991; Brinkerhoff & Kunz, 1972; Caro

& Pihlblad, 1964-1965; Cosby & Picou, 1971; Dillard &
Perrin, 1980; Empey, 1956; Farmer, Wardrop, Anderson, &
Risinger, 1995; Hout & Morgan, 1975; Lee, 1984; McLaughlin,
Hunt, & Montgomery, 1976; McNair & Brown, 1983; Rojewski,
1995; Rosen & Aneshensel, 1978; Sewell, Haller, & Straus,
1957) college students (e.g. Gresham, 1992/1993), and adults
(e.g. Duncan & Featherman, 1972; Farmer, Wardrop, Anderson,

& Risinger, 1995) in the United States and also in samples
in Australia (Marjoribanks, 1986), Canada (Holms & Esses,
1988), Great Britain (Kelly, 1989), Iran (Tohidi, 1984),
Nigeria (Idowu & Dere, 1983), and South Africa (Westaway &
Skuy, 1984). The discrepancy between an individual's
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occupational aspiration and occupational expectation, or
aspiration-expectation discrepancy, has also been the focus
of study (e.g. Bogie, 1976; Brinkerhoff & Kunz, 1972; Caro &
Pihlblad, 1964-1965; Cosby & Picou, 1971; Empey, 1956;
Gresham, 1992/1993; Henderson, 1966; Rojewski, 1995).
As discussed above, SCCT predicts that person inputs
such as SES and race exert an effect on career choice goals
through perceived barriers.

There is a great deal of

research to suggest that this effect could be well studied
if occupational aspirations, occupational expectations, and
in particular aspiration-expectation discrepancy, are
utilized as indices of career choice goals.

In other words,

there is a strong suggestion in the research for the
hypothesis of Social Cognitive Career Theory that there is a
relationship between SES and aspiration-expectation
discrepancy that is mediated by perceived barriers to career
choice.

Additionally, there is some evidence, although

mixed, for the hypothesis of Social Cognitive Career Theory
for a relationship between race and aspiration-expectation
discrepancy that is mediated by perceived barriers to career
choice.
While no one study has demonstrated a relationship
between SES and aspiration-expectation discrepancy as
mediated by perceived barriers, the research has addressed
several of the pieces of this complex relationship.
the research suggests a relationship between SES and

First,
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aspiration-expectation discrepancy,

(and also between SES

and aspirations, and SES and expectations) . Caro & Pihlblad
(1964-1965) in a study of male high school students,
Henderson (1966) in an examination of 200 Black males and
females aged 13 through 18, Bogie (1976) in a study of 1835
high school seniors, and Gresham (1992/1993) with a sample
of 377 college freshman at freshman orientation, all found a
statistically significant relationship between SES and
aspiration-expectation discrepancy.

In all four of these

studies, individuals with higher SES showed lower
aspiration-expectation discrepancy.

Empey (1956) in a

study of male high school seniors, however, found no
relationship between SES and aspiration-expectation
discrepancy.
As indicated above, a number of studies have found a
relationship between SES and aspirations in various samples:
in high school students in the U.S.A.,

(Caro & Pihlblad,

1964-1965; Empey, 1956; Lee, 1984; McNair & Brown, 1983;
Sewell, Haller, & Straus, 1957), in Nigerian high school
seniors (Idowu & Dere, 1983), in Iranian high school seniors
(Tohidi, 1984), in British females in a longitudinal study
from ages 11 to 17 (Kelly, 1989), and in native white men in
Detroit (Duncan & Featherman, 1972) .

With the exception of

the McNair & Brown (1983) study in which the authors suggest
their result bears further investigation, all of the above
studies found a positive correlation between SES and
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aspirations in the samples studied.

Only Marjoribanks

(1986) found no relationship between SES and aspirations, in
a study of Australian adolescents.
Also, a number of studies have also found a
relationship between SES and occupational expectations in
high school students (Lee, 1984), in 8th graders (Solorzano,
1992), in students in grades 7 through 12 (Rosen &
Aneshensel, 1978), and in men and women who aspired to math,
science or technology careers when in high school (Farmer,
Wardrop, Anderson, & Risinger, 1995). Except for Lee's
(1984) study in which SES was negatively correlated with
occupational expectations in black subjects but positively
correlated for white subjects, all of the above studies
found a positive correlation between SES and occupational
expectations.
The second piece of evidence for the hypothesized
relationship between SES and aspiration-expectation
discrepancy, mediated by perceived barriers, is that Caro &
Pihlblad (1964-1965), Cosby & Picou (1971), Brinkerhoff &
Kunz

(1971), and Rojewski (1995) have each suggested that

perceived barriers to career choice are responsible for the
discrepancy between occupational aspirations and
occupational expectations. An extensive literature review
yielded no tests of this hypothesis.
Given the research evidence that SES is related to
aspiration-expectation discrepancy and the hypothesis in the
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literature that barriers are related to aspirationexpectation discrepancy, the only remaining relationship,
the third side of the "triangle," is the relationship
between SES and perceived barriers.

Brinkerhoff & Kunz

(1972) attempted to assess this relationship and found
slightly higher barriers scores for upper class respondents
than for lower class respondents, however their results must
be called into question on methodological grounds.

Slaney &

Brown (1983) measured what male college students reported as
being the most important factor that might prevent them from
reaching their career goals and found no significant
differences on this measure based on Duncan's Socioeconomic
Index (SEI)

(a measure of SES) or race but did find two race

x SEI interactions to be significant.

With these being the

only two studies that have addressed the relationship
between SES and perceived barriers, this relationship has
not been adequately tested.

In summary, there is strong

evidence for a relationship between SES and aspirationexpectation discrepancy, some indication of a relationship
between SES and perceived barriers to career choice, and
untested theorization by a number of researchers that
perceived barriers to career choice explain aspirationexpectation discrepancy.
Social Cognitive Career Theory also suggests the
existence of a relationship between race and aspirationexpectation discrepancy, mediated by perceived barriers to
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career choice.

A number of researchers have addressed some

portion of this question.
Gresham (1992/1993) found race to be a significant
predictor of aspiration-expectation discrepancy.

However,

Gresham concluded after her literature review that race and
ethnicity appear not to be as stable predictors of
aspirations as SES.
Dillard and Perrin (1980) indicated that research on
the relationship between ethnic group membership and career
aspirations has arrived at contradictory conclusions.

In

their study of high school students, they found career
aspirations to be related to ethnic group membership in
males, in that Puerto Rican and Black male participants
reported higher aspirations than Anglo male subjects.

No

relationship was found between ethnicity and aspirations for
female subjects.

Additionally, no relationship was found

between ethnicity and occupational expectations in
participants of either sex.

In deriving these results, the

researchers did not control for SES.

Slaney (1980)

recommended that analyses of racial differences control for
SES in order to eliminate the confounding effect of SES on
race.
Cosby and Picou (1971) studied 10th graders from the
Southern United States and found a statistically significant
though not substantive difference in occupational
expectations across Whites versus Non-Whites, with Whites
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having slightly higher expectations.

However, Cosby and

Picou did not control for SES in this analysis.
In examining a sample of 8th graders, Solorzano (1992)
found that after controlling for SES, in all but two groups
(middle high SES female and high SES male), Blacks had
higher occupational expectations than Whites.
Slaney (1980) studied perceived barriers in a sample of
Black and White college women matched on SES and found that
both Black and White participants listed school related
issues, but that Black participants listed interpersonal
issues, financial issues, or chance occurrences as more
important barriers more often than Whites.

There were no

significant differences based on race as to the number of
barriers listed.
Luzzo (1993), in a study of 375 undergraduates in which
SES was used as a covariate in the analyses, found no ethnic
differences as to the number of perceived barriers reported,
but did find ethnic differences in the reported perception
of study skills and ethnic identity barriers to future
career development and ethnic identity and financial
barriers to past career development.
In summary, there is some evidence for a relationship
between race and aspiration-expectation discrepancy,
although this needs to be tested further with the effect of
SES on race removed.

Secondly, while race has not been

shown to affect the number of perceived barriers to career
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choice reported, it may be related to the different barriers
perceived.

There are three purposes for this thesis.

The first is

to test a hypothesis that derives from Social Cognitive
career Theory (Lent, Brown, & Hackett, 1994).

The

hypothesis is that person inputs such as socioeconomic
status (SES) and race generate contextual influences on an
individual that influence that individual's career choice.
By using occupational aspirations and occupational
expectations as indices of career choice goals, SES and race
as person inputs, and perceived barriers to career choice as
a contextual influence, this thesis will test the hypothesis
that SES and race exert an effect on aspiration-expectation
discrepancy through perceived barriers.
The second end in preparing this thesis is to extend
what is known regarding the construct of perceived barriers
to career choice.

Specifically, the very important

relationship between SES and perceived barriers has not been
thoroughly tested.
Third, a number of researchers (Brinkerhoff & Kunz,
1972; Caro & Pihlblad, 1964-1965; Cosby & Picou, 1971; &
Rojewski, 1995) have each suggested that perceived barriers
are responsible for the of ten observed discrepancy between
occupational aspirations and occupational expectations
(aspiration-expectation discrepancy) .

This hypothesis does
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not appear to have been tested in the literature, but will
be examined in this thesis.
There are two main research questions in this thesis.
First, can the relationship between SES and aspirationexpectation discrepancy be shown to be mediated by perceived
barriers to career choice, lending support to the hypothesis
of Social Cognitive Career Theory (Lent, Brown, & Hackett,
1994)?

Second, if there is a relationship between race and

aspiration-expectation discrepancy when race is studied
independently from SES, can that relationship be shown to be
mediated by perceived barriers to career choice?

These two

main research questions can be broken down into seven
research hypotheses.
1. SES will be significantly correlated with reported
number of perceived barriers to career choice.
2. SES will be significantly correlated with
aspiration-expectation discrepancy.
3. The quantity of reported perceived barriers to
career choice reported will be significantly correlated with
aspiration-expectation discrepancy.
4.

The relationship between SES and aspiration-

expectation discrepancy will be mediated by perceived
barriers to career choice.
5.

Race, when taken independently from SES, will be

significantly related to reported number of perceived
barriers to career choice.
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6.

Race, when taken independently from SES, will be

significantly correlated with aspiration-expectation
discrepancy.
7.

The relationship between race and aspiration-

expectation discrepancy will be mediated by perceived
barriers to career choice.

2. METHOD
Participants
Two hundred and thirty-four people were surveyed for
this study.

Of these 234, only 96 subjects presented usable

data and this study concerns itself with only these 96.
Most of these 96 subjects were sampled from a local
governmental employment and training off ice in a large urban
area in the midwest.

A small number of students in a

master's level career counseling class and a small number
from a high school in an urban setting in the midwest were
also sampled in order to expand the range of demographic
characteristics in the sample.

Demographic information on

the subjects used is shown in table 1.

Instruments
Perceived barriers to career choice were measured with
the Career Experiences Survey (CES) , which was developed by
Dr. Steven Brown, Nancy Ryan, and Eileen McPartland of
Loyola University Chicago.

The CES consists of seventy-

three items. Each item is a barrier that participants rate
as being either definitely false (1), mostly false (2),
mostly true (3) or definitely true (4) for them.

The CES

yields a total barriers score which is the sum of the
13
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responses on each item (1, 2, 3, or 4) divided by seventythree.

Thus the total barriers score is on a scale of one

to four with one indicating the lowest level of perceived
barriers and four indicating the highest level.

Alpha

reliability for the total barriers score is .9595.
Table 1.--Demographics - Overall Sample
Count

%

SEX
Male
Female

37
59

38.5%
61.5%

Total

96

100.0%

RACE
African American
Asian
Hispanic
Native American
White
Other

50
5
8
1
28
4

52.1%
5.2%
8.3%
1. 0%
29.2%
4.2%

Total

96

100.0%

STATUS
Full-Time
Part-Time
Homemaker
Not Employed
Did not respond

12
26
4
50
4

12.5%
27.1%
4.2%
52.1%
4.2%

Total

96

100.0%

AGE (Years)
Median
Standard Deviation
Range

N = 96

28.5
11. 8
15 - 59
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According to Nancy Ryan's research proposal for the
development and validation of the instrument (Ryan, n.d.),
the CES differs from previous barriers instruments which
utilized an open ended format for respondents to generate
items and were not based on a theoretical context.

The CES

items were derived from vocational, multicultural, and
family therapy literature that identified perceived career
barriers with regard to women and minorities and were
classified according to the theoretical taxonomy of
Bronf enbrenner (microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, and
macrosystem)

(Ryan, n.d.).

No validity data is yet

available for this new measure.
Following the CES, a background questionnaire asked
respondents to respond to items regarding a variety of
demographic characteristics and also to respond to items
that were used to generate SES, aspirations, and
expectations scores.

SES was measured by asking respondents

to check the primary income earners in their immediate
family and list their occupation as specifically as
possible.

These occupations were then coded on the Stevens

and Cho (1985) Total Socioeconomic Index (TSEI) scale.
The TSEI scale, which is based on the 1980 census
occupational classification scheme, is an updated and
modernized version of the Duncan's SEI scale of occupational
prestige scores (Reiss, Duncan, Hatt, & North, 1977) .
TSEI scale was derived from the income and educational

The
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attributes of the labor force, including both male and
female workers (Stevens & Cho, 1985). The TSEI scores were
then used as SES scores and in instances where there were
multiple sources of income reported, the occupation with the
highest TSEI code was used to assign the individual an SES
score, as done in Farmer, et al.

(1995).

The question used to assess aspirations in this study
differs in wording from that used in the majority of the
literature (e.g. Apostal & Bilden, 1991; Bogie, 1976; Duncan

& Featherman, 1972; Gresham, 1992/1993; Lee, 1984, McNair &
Brown, 1983; Rojewski, 1995; Sewell, Haller, & Straus, 1957;
Westaway & Skuy, 1984).

The majority of the literature

assesses aspirations in a fantasy context, e.g. "if you were
completely free to choose ... , " (Bogie, 1976, p. 252) .
Because such a wording to assess aspirations suggests that
participants consider their situation in the absence of
perceived barriers, a test of the effect of barriers on
aspiration-expectation discrepancy with this wording becomes
biased.
Therefore, in this study aspirations were assessed with
the question,

"What is your ideal occupation? (The one you

would most like to have)." which is a modification of the
wording used by Caro & Pihlblad (1964-1965),

"'What

occupation would you like to have when you are 25 to 30
years old?'"

(p. 468).

In this study, expectations were

assessed with the question,

"What occupation do you think
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you will end up in?"

Responses to the aspirations and

expectations items were coded on the Stevens and Cho (1985)
TSEI scale of occupational prestige scores, which has been
used in recent research efforts into aspirations and
expectations (Apostal & Bilden, 1985; Farmer et al, 1995;
Rajewski, 1995).

A copy of the CES and the background

questionnaire are included in the Appendix.
Procedure
All of the participants were given the Career
Experiences Survey and the background questionnaire.

SES,

aspirations, and expectations were then coded for the
participants using the Stevens and Cho (1985) TSEI scale of
occupational prestige scores.

3. RESULTS
Means, standard deviations, and ranges are shown in
table 2 for the measures utilized in this study.

Note that

the mean for aspiration-expectation discrepancy was 6.95,
indicating that the average participant expected to achieve
an occupation less prestigious than he or she aspired to.
Furthermore, there is a large standard deviation and a large
range on the aspiration-expectation discrepancy scores,
indicating a great deal of variability in this effect.

Table 2.--Descriptive Statistics on Measures
Mean

Std
Deviation

1. 50

.37

SES

37.88

19.73

14.83 - 88.28

ASPIRATIONS

54.63

19.99

17.54 - 88.42

EXPECTATIONS

45.32

20.95

15.71 - 82.48

6.95

14.17

BARRIERS

ASPIRATION-EXPECTATION
DISCREPANCY

Range
1. 00

-30.49

- 2.63

-

50.41

N=96

Table 3 displays the correlation matrix of the measures and
the demographic variables.

The variable "minority status"

was created by coding race reported as White as zero and
18
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race reported as African American, Hispanic, or Native
American as one, thus yielding a variable for race that is
meaningful in correlations.

Because only 96 of the original

234 subjects surveyed yielded usable data, in order to
detect significant effects the significance level in this
study was set at p
at p

=

=

0.1.

Correlations that are significant

0.1 are indicated on table 3 with an asterisk.

Correlations that are significant at the standard p
are indicated with two asterisks.

=

0.05

Table 3.--Correlation Matrix

Correlation Coefficients
ASP.-EXP.
DISCREPANCY

AGE

ASPIRATIONS

BARRIERS

AGE

.0477
60)

ASPIRATIONS

.2870**
60)

(

-.1378
85)

.2998**
60)

(

-.0467
96)

.1789
85)

-.4029**
60)

(

-.0949
62)

.7611**
60)

.0098
55)

(

-.0691
87)

-.2256*
60)

(

- . 0016
96)

.3892**
85)

(

96)

.1643
60)

(

-.1926*
96)

.2270**
85)

(

- .1167
96)

BARRIERS
EXPECTATIONS
(

MIN.STAT.
SES
(

SEX

Coefficient I
*

-

(

-.2137*
76)

(

-.0596
62)

(

-.0480
87)
-.2148**

EXPECTATIONS

(

MIN.STAT.

SES

-.2526*
57)
.5084**
62)
.2181*
62)

(

-.1827*
87)
.0706
87)

(

.0721
96)

(Cases)

Significant at p

=

0.1

**

-

Significant at p

0.05

N

0
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In order to address the research questions posed above,
several correlational and regression analyses were
conducted.

First, in order to ascertain the relationships

between SES, perceived barriers to career choice, and
aspiration-expectation discrepancy, a series of listwise
correlations were conducted.

The N for this analysis was

sixty due to incomplete surveys by a number of the subjects.
Demographic data for these sixty subjects is reported in
table 4.

As indicated in table 5, SES and perceived

barriers to career choice are correlated with r = -.2243,
which is significant at the p = 0.1 level.

Similarly, SES

was significantly correlated with aspiration-expectation
discrepancy with r = -.2256, and perceived barriers to
career choice was significantly correlated with aspirationexpectation discrepancy with r

=

.2998.

Given the significant relationships between SES and
barriers, SES and aspiration-expectation discrepancy, and
barriers and aspiration-expectation discrepancy, a mediation
test was conducted to determine whether barriers mediated
the given significant relationship between SES and
aspiration-expectation discrepancy.

This was done by means

of a two step multiple regression, in which barriers were
added first and SES second.

The beta value for SES in the

regression, -.1667, indicates the relationship between SES
and aspiration-expectation discrepancy, in the absence of
barriers.

This -.1667 value is not significant at p = 0.1.
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Because this value is less than the simple bivariate
correlation between SES and aspiration-expectation
discrepancy, and because the relationship between SES and
aspiration-expectation discrepancy loses significant
correlation in the absence of barriers, there is evidence of
partial mediation by barriers on the relationship between
SES and aspiration-expectation discrepancy.
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Table 4.--Demographics - Mediation Analysis
Sample - BARRIERS, SES, ASPIRATION-EXPECTATION
DISCREPANCY
Count

%

SEX
Male
Female

23
37

38.3%
61.7%

Total

60

100.0%

32

2

53.3%
5.0%
10.0%
28.3%
3.3%

60

100.0%

6

3

10.0%
26.7%
6.7%
51.7%
5.0%

60

100.0%

RACE
African American
Asian
Hispanic
White
Other
Total
STATUS
Full-Time
Part-Time
Homemaker
Not Employed
Did not respond
Total
AGE (Years)
Median
Standard Deviation
Range
N=60

3
6

17

16
4

31

27.5
11. 2

15 - 55
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Table 5.--BARRIERS Mediation Analysis: SES,
ASPIRATION-EXPECTATION DISCREPANCY
Var. 1

Var. 2

r/beta

Bivariate Correlations
SES

BARRIERS

-.2243*

SES

ASP.-EXP. DISCREPANCY

-.2256*

BARRIERS

ASP.-EXP. DISCREPANCY

.2998**

Multiple Regression
ASP.-EXP.
DISCREPANCY

(Step l)BARRIERS
(Step 2)SES

N=60; * - Significant at p
** - Significant at p

-.1667

0.1
0.05

Analyses were also conducted to assess whether
perceived barriers to career choice might mediate the
relationship between SES and aspirations and the
relationship between SES and expectations.

Once again,

incomplete surveys by some subjects resulted in N's smaller
than the overall N of 96 for these analyses.

Table 6

displays the demographics on the subjects used for the
mediation test of barriers on the relationship between SES
and aspirations and table 7 displays the correlations
between the three variables.

As indicated in table 7, the

correlation between barriers and aspirations was not
significant, hence there can be no mediation of barriers on
the relationship between SES and aspirations and no
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regression analysis was conducted. Interestingly, with the
group of subjects who were used for this analysis, the SES barriers relationship also was not significant.

Table 6.--Demographics - Mediation Analysis
Sample - BARRIERS, SES, ASPIRATIONS
Count

%

SEX
Male
Female

32
53

37.6%
62.4%

Total

85

100.0%

RACE
African American
Asian
Hispanic
Native American
White
Other

42
5
8
1
25
4

49.4%
5.9%
9.4%
1. 2%
29.4%
4.7%

Total

85

100.0%

STATUS
Full-Time
Part-Time
Homemaker
Not Employed
Did not respond

10
24
4
44
3

11.8%
28.2%
4.7%
51.8%
3.5%

Total

85

100.0%

AGE (Years)
Median
Standard Deviation
Range
N = 85

28.0
11. 7
15 - 59
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Table 7.--BARRIERS Mediation Analysis
SES, ASPIRATIONS
Var. 1

Var. 2

r

Bivariate Correlations
SES

BARRIERS

SES

ASPIRATIONS

.3892**

BARRIERS

ASPIRATIONS

.1789

-.1774

N=85; ** - Significant at p

0.05

The demographics for the subjects used in the analysis
of whether barriers mediates the relationship between SES
and expectations are shown in table 8.

Table 9 displays the

correlations between the three variables.

The correlation

between barriers and expectations was not significant,
therefore, barriers could not possibly mediate the
relationship between SES and expectations and no regression
analysis was conducted.
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Table 8.--Demographics - Mediation Analysis
Sample - BARRIERS, SES, EXPECTATIONS
Count

%

SEX
Male
Female

24
38

38.7%
61. 3%

Total

62

100.0%

RACE
African American
Asian
Hispanic
White
Other

34
3
6
17
2

54.8%
4.8%
9.7%
27.4%
3.2%

Total

62

100.0%

STATUS
Full-Time
Part-Time
Homemaker
Not Employed
Did not respond

7
16
4
32
3

11.3%
25.8%
6.5%
51.6%
4.8%

Total

62

100.0%

AGE (Years)
Median
Standard Deviation
Range
N

=

62

27.0
11.1
15 - 55
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Table 9.--BARRIERS Mediation Analysis
SES, EXPECTATIONS
Var. 1

Var. 2

r

Bivariate Correlations
SES

BARRIERS

SES

EXPECTATIONS

BARRIERS

EXPECTATIONS

-.2476*
.5084**
-.0596

N=62; * - Significant at p
** - Significant at p

0.1
0.05

Analyses were also conducted to examine whether the
race variable is related to perceived barriers to career
choice, to aspiration-expectation discrepancy, and if so if
barriers mediates the relationship between race and
aspiration-expectation discrepancy.

In the subsequent

analyses involving race, the effect of SES was removed, as
recommended by Slaney (1980)

in order to eliminate the

effect of SES as a potential confound.

In addition, to

facilitate the use of correlational statistics, the
variable,

"minority status" was used.

As noted above,

participants who reported their race as White were coded a
score of zero on minority status and participants who
reported as African American, Hispanic, or Native American
were coded as one on minority status.
Table 10 indicates the demographic information for the
fifty-five subjects whose surveys were complete with regard
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to minority status, barriers, and aspiration-expectation
discrepancy.

Table 11 displays the correlations between the

three variables.

Because minority status and aspiration-

expectation discrepancy were not significantly correlated,
there can be no mediation of that relationship by another
variable.

Therefore, no regression analysis was conducted

to assess whether barriers act as a mediator.
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Table 10.--Demographics - Mediation Analysis
Sample - BARRIERS, MINORITY STATUS, ASPIRATIONEXPECTATION DISCREPANCY

Count

%

SEX
Male
Female

22
33

40.0%
60.0%

Total

55

100.0%

RACE
African American
Hispanic
White

32
6
17

58.2%
10.9%
30.9%

Total

55

100.0%

MINORITY STATUS
White
Minority (Not Asian)

17
38

30.9%
69.1%

Total

55

100.0%

STATUS
Full-Time
Part-Time
Homemaker
Not Employed
Did not respond

6
14
4
29
2

10.9%
25.5%
7.3%
52.7%
3.6%

Total

55

100.0%

AGE (Years)
Median
Standard Deviation
Range
N = 55

28.0
11.1
15 - 53
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Table 11.--BARRIERS Mediation Analysis MINORITY STATUS, ASPIRATION-EXPECTATION
DISCREPANCY
Var. 1

Var. 2

r

Bivariate Correlations
MIN. STAT.

BARRIERS

MIN. STAT.

ASP.-EXP. DISCREPANCY

BARRIERS

ASP.-EXP. DISCREPANCY

-.0993
-.0344
.3025**

N=55; ** - Significant at p = 0.05
(Effect of SES removed from analyses involving
MINORITY STATUS)

4. DISCUSSION
The results indicate support for several of the
original seven research hypotheses.

The first hypothesis,

that SES will be related to quantity of reported perceived
barriers to career choice, was supported in both the central
analysis that involved aspiration-expectation discrepancy
and the alternative analysis involving expectations alone.
Higher SES was found to be associated with fewer reported
perceived barriers to career choice.

This result implies

that one of the benefits of higher socioeconomic status is a
reduction in the perception of barriers to one's career
choice, and that persons of lower SES have to struggle to a
greater degree with perceived barriers to their chosen
career.
This suggestion that persons of lower SES have more
perceived barriers to their career choice has strong
implications for career counselors.

Career counselors who

work with individuals of low SES particularly should attempt
to assess whether perceived barriers are affecting their
clients' career choice processes.

If so, counselors should

assist their clients in working to identify, analyze, and
either overcome or prepare for these perceived barriers to
career choice (Brown & Lent, 1996).
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The second hypothesis was that the results of Caro &
Pihlblad (1964-1965), Henderson (1966), Bogie (1976), and
Gresham (1992/1993) that SES is related to aspirationexpectation discrepancy would be replicated.

This

hypothesis was also confirmed, and SES and aspirationexpectation discrepancy were found to be negatively
correlated, i.e. higher SES was associated with lower
aspiration-expectation discrepancy.

Thus persons of lower

SES have a greater tendency to expect that they will not
achieve their aspired (ideal) occupation, and generally
perceive a greater difference in prestige between their
aspired occupation and their expected occupation, than do
persons of higher SES.
The third hypothesis involved the untested hypothesis
of Caro & Pihlblad (1964-1965), Cosby & Picou (1971),
Brinkerhoff & Kunz

(1971) and Rojewski (1995) that perceived

barriers are responsible for aspiration-expectation
discrepancy.

This study hypothesized that perceived

barriers to career choice would be related significantly to
aspiration-expectation discrepancy and this hypothesis too
was supported.

Higher levels of perceived barriers were

associated with greater aspiration-expectation discrepancy.
This important result implies perhaps that one of the
reasons that persons expect to achieve an occupation of less
prestige than their ideal occupation is that they perceive
barriers to their career choice.
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The fourth hypothesis was that perceived barriers to
career choice mediate the relationship between SES and
aspiration-expectation discrepancy as predicted by Social
Cognitive Career Theory (Lent, Brown, & Hackett, 1994)

As

indicated in table 5, based on a two-step multiple
regression analysis, there is support for a partial
mediation by perceived barriers to career choice of the
relationship between SES and aspiration-expectation
discrepancy.
Given the result that aspiration-expectation
discrepancies are more prevalent in lower SES individuals
and tend to mean that the individual expects to achieve a
less prestigious occupation than that to which he or she
aspires, career counselors working with lower SES clients
should assess the clients' occupational aspirations,
occupational expectations, and any discrepancy between the
two.

(Actually, this assessment would be helpful in working

with clients of any SES, but would be especially warranted
in individuals of low SES, these results suggest).

Interventions to attempt to reduce the discrepancy between
occupational aspirations and occupational expectations in
lower SES individuals should attempt to reduce perceived
barriers to career choice, because part of the effect of SES
on aspiration-expectation discrepancy occurs through the
mediating influence of perceived barriers to career choice.
Indeed more broadly, results of the third hypothesis
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suggest that career counselors who are working to help
clients reduce aspiration-expectation discrepancy
(regardless of the client's SES) should examine the clients'
perceived barriers to career choice to determine if
perceived barriers are resulting in the aspirationexpectation discrepancy.

If so, counseling interventions

can be aimed at assessing how realistic the perceived
barriers are, and examining options for overcoming or
preparing for them (as suggested in Brown & Lent, 1996)
Fifth, this study hypothesized that race, taken
independently from SES, would be significantly correlated
with number of reported perceived barriers to career choice.
This hypothesis was not supported.

Like Slaney (1980) and

Luzzo (1993), in this study, no racial differences were
found in the number of perceived barriers reported.
Sixth, it was hypothesized that race, taken
independently from SES, would be related significantly with
aspiration-expectation discrepancy.

This hypothesis was not

supported either.
Lastly, it was hypothesized based on Social Cognitive
Career Theory (Lent, Brown, & Hackett, 1994) that perceived
barriers to career choice mediate the relationship between
race and aspiration-expectation discrepancy.

However, since

race was not found to be related to aspiration-expectation
discrepancy, there could be no mediation of such a
relationship.
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Alternative analyses to determine the mediation of
perceived barriers on the relationship between SES and
aspirations and between SES and expectations did not support
mediation in either case because of a lack of relationship
between barriers and aspirations and between barriers and
expectations.
In summary, the hypothesis of Social Cognitive Career
Theory was that contextual influences on career choice such
as perceived barriers to career choice mediate the
relationship between personal demographic characteristics
such as SES and race and operationalizations of career
choice such as the discrepancy between one's aspired career
and one's expected career.

This theoretical hypothesis was

supported in the case of SES but not in the case of race,
nevertheless lending additional weight to the growing
evidence supporting the hypotheses of SCCT, a recent and
comprehensive theoretical explanation of the career choice
process.
There are two main areas of weakness of this study.
First, the limited sample size resulted in a lessening of
statistical power.

Therefore, there may be relationships in

existence that this study failed to detect due to a lack of
statistical power, perhaps ones involving race.

Also, the

low sample size forced the usage of a high p value (0.1),
increasing the chances of Type I error.
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Second, the participants in this study had an overall
mean barriers score on the CES of 1.5 on a scale of one to
four.

The range of barriers scores was only from 1.00 to

2.63.

This relatively low mean and restricted range also

lessened the power of the study to detect significant
correlations involving barriers.
Given these two statistical weaknesses in this study,
further research into the questions proposed in this thesis
are warranted.

Specifically, studies with a significantly

larger sample size, though more difficult to achieve, would
be helpful in examining further the relationship of race to
perceived barriers to career choice, and to aspirationexpectation discrepancy.

Also, the larger sample size would

allow for smaller p values, reducing the possibility of Type
I error (rejecting a true null hypothesis).
Also, further refinement of the CES, a new instrument,
is needed in order to increase the range of overall barriers
scores and to attempt to position the resulting mean of
scores closer to the center of the possible range of scores,
thus enabling better detection of correlations involving
barriers scores.

APPENDIX

1. Career Experiences Survey (CES)
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CAREER EXPERIENCES SURVEY

This questionnaire contains 73 items that describe experiences that can interfere with a person's
ability to find satisfying work.
Please respond to each statement in terms of the degree to which it is true of your experiences by
circling one of the following choices for each item:
OF= Definitely False
MF= Mostly False
MT = Mostly True
OT Definitely True

=

Please answer all items as honestly as possible so that the questionnaire can help you identify your
own personal barriers to obtaining satisfying work.
IF YOU ARE NOT CURRENTLY LOOKING FOR WORK OR TRYING TO DECIDE ON A CAREER
DIRECTION, CHECK HERE _ _ AND ANSWER THE ITEMS IN REFERENCE TO THE LAST TIME YOU
WERE LOOKING FOR WORK OR TRYING TO DECIDE ON A CAREER.

1.

I may have trouble balancing work and family demands if I pursue the
career I like.

DF

MF

MT

DT

2.

There aren't very many positions in my field of interest for people like me.

DF

MF

MT

DT

3.

I am afraid that my career choice will disappoint my family.

DF

MF

MT

DT

4.

I am afraid that my friends will be disappointed in me if I choose the
job I most like.

DF

MF

MT

DT

5. Most people I know don't like their jobs.

DF

MF

MT

DT

6. I have not done well enough in school to get the type of job I want.

DF

MF

MT

DT

7. Important people in my community (school, neighborhood, religious

DF

MF

MT

DT

DF

MF

MT

DT

DF

MF

MT

DT

DF

MF

MT

DT

11. Society looks down on people like me who are successful at work.

DF

MF

MT

DT

12. Important people in my community (school, neighborhood, religious

OF

MF

MT

OT

DF

MF

MT

DT

DF

MF

MT

DT

leaders) are pressuring me to choose a career I don't really like.

8. The work I'm interested in will force me to move away from people close
to me.
9.

I'm not sure I can interview well for a job.

10. My family (parents/brothers/sisters) disapproves of the type of work I like
the most.

leaders) have discouraged me from pursuing the career I'd like.

13. I am often confused because people who are important to me disagree
about the type of work that would be best for me.

14. No matter how hard I've tried in the past, my efforts have not resulted
in a good job.
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OF

=Definitely False

MF= Mostly False

MT

=Mostly True

15. The demands of the career I'm most interested in will make it difficult to

DT

=Definitely True

DF

MF

MT

DT

DF

MF

MT

DT

17. I do not have clear career goals.

DF

MF

MT

DT

18. Future employment opportunities are not good in the field of greatest

DF

MF

MT

DT

19. I have not been encouraged to do well in school.

DF

MF

MT

DT

20. There are too many people interested in the same type of work as me.

DF

MF

MT

OT

21. There are too many physical risks in the type of job I'm interested in.

OF

MF

MT

OT

22. My family (parents, brothers, sisters) has been quite discouraging about
my career aspirations.

DF

MF

MT

DT

23. I haven't been confident enough to act on my career interests.

OF

MF

MT

OT

24. My spouse (boyfriend/girlfrier:id) has been quite discouraging about my

OF

MF

MT

OT

25. I don't know how to obtain the resources to get the education I need.

OF

MF

MT

OT

26. I'm afraid that I may experience harassment on the job

OF

MF

MT

OT

27.

OF

MF

MT

OT

28. I am afraid I'll lose my spouse if I follow my career dreams.

OF

MF

MT

OT

29. My friends discourage achievement at school or work.

DF

MF

MT

DT

30. I am not sure how to apply for a job.

OF

MF

MT

OT

31. My friends disapprove of the types of jobs I most like.

OF

MF

MT

DT

32. I am often confused because my family and friends disagree about the

OF

MF

MT

OT

33. My personality may keep me from getting the type of work I want.

DF

MF

MT

DT

34. I'm really not sure where to get information on different careers.

OF

MF

MT

OT

35. Important people in my community (school, neighborhood, religious

OF

MF

MT

OT

OF

MF

MT

OT

OF

MF

MT

OT

spend enough time with my friends.

16. I am afraid that my spouse (boyfriend/girffriend) will be disappointed in
me if I choose the job I most like.

interest to me.

career plans.

I tend to listen too much to others when making career decisions.

type of work I should choose.

leaders) disapprove of my preferred career.

36. I can't afford the training or schooling that is necessary to get into the line
of work that interests me.

37. I'm afraid that my career plans might cause conflicts with my partner.
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DF = Definitely False

MF= Mostly False

MT

=Mostly True

DT

=Definitely True

38. I'm afraid that I will not be respected by others at work.

DF

MF

MT

DT

39. I don't feel too hopeful about getting a job I'll like because many of

DF

MF

MT

DT

DF

MF

MT

DT

DF

MF

MT

DT

42. The work I'm interested in might require me to move more than I want.

DF

MF

MT

DT.

43. My culture does not value the type of work I want to do.

DF

MF

MT

OT

44. I might lose the respect of important people in my community (school,

OF

MF

MT

DT

45. I am afraid to commit to a line of work because my interests might change. OF

MF

MT

DT

46. I'm afraid I'll be discriminated against when it comes to getting a job in the

OF

MF

MT

OT

47. My friends have discouraged my career plans.

DF

MF

MT

OT

48. My friends are pressuring me to choose a career I don't really like.

DF

MF

MT

OT

49. I lack the types of experiences that are necessary to get the type of

OF

MF

MT

DT

OF

MF

MT

OT

51. I am not sure how to find a job in the field that interests me.

DF -

MF

MT

DT

52. My family (parents, brothers, sisters) is pressuring me to choose a career

OF

MF

MT

OT

53. I 'm afraid that I may experience discrimination at work.

OF

MF

MT

OT

54. There are not very many people like me in the line of work that is most

DF

MF

MT

OT

DF

MF

MT

OT

56. I may have trouble developing a stable romantic relationship if I pursue
the career I'd like.

OF

MF

MT

OT

57. I don't know the necessary people to help me get into the field I want.

OF

MF

MT

OT

58. My spouse (boyfriend/girtfriend) disapproves of the jobs I like the most.

OF

MF

MT

OT

my family members have been unemployed.

40. My spouse (boyfriend/girtfriend) is pressuring me to choose a career I
don't really like.

41. The job that I am most interested in might not provide adequate day care
opportunities.

neighborhood, religious leaders) if I choose the job I like.

field that most interests me.

work I want.

50. I've known very few people who have been confident that they could get
work they'd like.

I don't really like.

interesting to me.

55. I don't feel too hopeful about getting a job I'll like because many of my
friends are unemployed.
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OF = Definitely False

MF = Mostly False

MT = Mostly True

OT= Definitely True

59. I don't know many people who have been successful in their careers.

DF

MF

MT

DT

60. I am afraid I'll be discriminated against when it comes to being promoted

OF

MF

MT

OT

DF

MF

MT

DT

DF

MF

MT

DT

63. My career planning has been pretty haphazard.

DF

MF

MT

OT

64. Too many interests keep me from choosing a career.

DF

MF

MT

OT

65. There aren't many good career options for people of my background.

DF

MF

MT

OT

66. I do not really know what I want from a career.

DF

MF

MT

OT

67. I have physical, emotional, or legal difficulties that may limit my

OF

MF

MT

OT

OF

MF

MT

OT

69. I don't know what I'm interested in doing.

OF

MF

MT

DT

70. I'm afraid that my family (parents, brothers, sisters) might disown me if

OF

MF

MT

OT

71. I'm not very good at making important decisions.

OF

MF

MT

DT

72. I am afraid that I might lose friendships if I pursue the career I'd most

OF

MF

MT

OT

DF

MF

MT

DT

in the career I prefer.

61. The economy makes me feel pretty hopeless about finding interesting
work.

62. I'm interested in occupations that are considered inappropriate for people
like me.

opportunities to work in the field of most interest to me.

68. The career I'm Interested in requires more education than I'll probably
be able to obtain.

I follow my preferred career direction.

prefer.

73. The schooling required for the work I'm interested in might require me
to move too far away.
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Thanks for completing the Career Experiences Survey. Before stopping, please answer the following
questions.

1. Age: _ _ __

2. Sex:

3. Racial/Ethnic Background
(Please Check One):
African- American
Asian
_ _ Hispanic
Native American
White
Other
Please Specify:

4. What is your current primary employment status?
(Check all that apply):
_ _ Working Full-Time (40 or more hours per week)
_ _ Working Part-Time (Less than 40 hours per week)
Homemaker
_ _ Not employed

5. What is your current year
_ _ Ninth grade
_ _ Tenth grade
_ _ Eleventh grade
_ _ Twelfth grade

Male

Female

in school?
_ _ College freshman
_ _ College sophomore
_ _ College junior
_ _ College senior
Graduate/Professional School student
_ _ Not applicable (Not in school)

6. Check the primary income earners in your immediate family and list their occupation as
specifically as possible.
Income Earner
Occupation(s):
Self
_ _ Spouse/partner
Mother
Father
_ _ Grandparents
_ _ Other (Please Specify):

7. What is your ideal occupation? (The one you would most like to have):

8. If you are currently working, what is your occupation?

9. If you fit into one or more of the following three categories, check which one(s) and then answer
the following question (Otherwise, check the 'Not applicable' category and stop).
_ _ Not working
In school
_ _ Working, but contemplating a change
_ _ Not applicable
8. What occupation do you think that you will end up in?
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